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Describing or debunking? The net generation

and digital natives

The idea that there has been a sharp and fundamental
break between young people and previous generations
has become commonplace. It can be found widely in
policy statements and in commercial rhetoric, it is refer-
enced repeatedly in academic work and it persists
despite a growing body of evidence that questions the
foundations of the idea (Kennedy ef al. 2008; Selwyn
2008; Bullen etal. 2009; Czerniewicz et al. 2009;
Pedré 2009; Hargittai 2010; Jones et al. 2010). This
special edition brings together academic commentary
from three continents and includes one national context
that stands outside the standard assumptions that are
current in advanced industrial societies. The authors
question the idea that there has been a clear and identifi-
able generational break, a ‘singularity’ to use Marc
Prensky’s dramatic term (Prensky 2001a, p. 1).

There is a current and popularized discourse about a
new generation of young people who have been ‘bathed
in bits and bytes’ since birth (Palfrey & Gasser 2008;
Tapscott 2009). This discourse has a wide social impact
and its echoes can be found in business literature and
government policy. The prima facie claim is a powerful
one because many of the audience for the idea have
some prior experience of young people who have grown
up in an environment infused with digital technologies.
These young people are not only familiar with a range of
new devices but they also grew up with the Internet and
the Web. The general claim, made in the Net Generation
and digital natives discourse, is that this material
context has led to young people developing a natural
aptitude and high skill levels in relation to the new tech-
nologies. In contrast those older people who grew up in
an analogue world are portrayed as always being
behind, as being immigrants to the new world. It is sug-
gested that these older digital immigrants are never
likely to reach the same levels of skill and fluency that
are developed naturally by those who have grown up
with the new technologies and the digital native and Net
Generation students are said to have particular learning
preferences or styles (for a critique of this claim see

Bennett et al. 2008). Even stronger claims are made by
some authors about changes in the brain occurring as a
consequence of exposure to digital technologies
(Prensky 2001b).

Overall, the claims made for generational change and
the existence of a distinct Net Generation composed of
digital natives appears to be a gross oversimplification,
and despite the prevalence of the idea of a new genera-
tion there is, no consensus on a single term nor is there a
commonly agreed start or end date for the new genera-
tion. The three most commonly used terms in circula-
tion are the Net Generation (Tapscott 1998, 2009),
digital natives (Prensky 2001a,b, 2009; Palfrey &
Gasser 2008) and Millenials (Oblinger & Oblinger
2005). Among the many other terms that have been used
in a similar way are Generation Y (Weiler 2005) and,
more recently in response to the current trend in techno-
logical and market developments, the i-Generation
(Rosen 2010). Each term for the new generation brings
with it some particular characteristic or metaphoric
resonance but generally all of the terms are used inter-
changeably. All these terms suggest that the genera-
tional boundary is sharp and that just a few years
disparity in age would make a significant difference.
The age boundary between the generations varies and a
range of dates have been proposed for the new genera-
tion despite the claim that the new generation is evi-
dently distinct from previous age cohorts (e.g. Stoerger
2009). Tapscott, for example, begins the new generation
in January 1977 and ends it with a further generational
shift into Generation Next in December 1997 (Tapscott
2009, p. 16). Prensky is not specific about the dates that
define this new generation but other authors using
the same expression suggest that digital natives appear
after 1980 (Palfrey & Gasser 2008). Oblinger and
Oblinger date the Millenials from those born ‘in or after
1982 (Oblinger 2003, p. 38) and end the generational
cohort in 1991 (Oblinger & Oblinger 2005, p. 2.9).
There remains a need to engage with the Net Generation
and digital natives discourse because it continues to
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have an influence on policy and practice in education,
despite the lack of clarity in the use of terms and in the
definition of generational boundaries.

The origins of this special edition lie in a 1-day con-
ference held at the Open University (UK) in Milton
Keynes during May 2009. That conference brought
together the authors of these papers with others working
in this field to discuss the work they had been undertak-
ing and to examine the emerging critical commentary
on the idea of a Net Generation composed of digital
natives'. It was followed by a 3-day workshop which
focused on the questions that arose from the research, in
particular whether the generational idea was exhausted
and whether the empirical research that was being
reported fatally flawed the idea. Perhaps surprisingly,
the group concluded that there was value in further
research, firstly because the discourse had a persistence
and the source literature was still being referenced in
serious academic work, and secondly, because although
the idea was flawed it did point to interesting research
questions about how digital and networked technolo-
gies were being appropriated by students.

Two notable publications had begun to deal with the
persistence of the generational divide within academic
discourse prior to the workshop (Bayne & Ross 2007;
Bennett ef al. 2008). Beyond higher education, there
was a more developed discussion that addressed some
of the underlying theoretical positions supporting a
determinist discourse around technology (Selwyn
2003; Buckingham & Willett 2006; Herring 2008).
Technological determinism is another discourse that has
persisted despite a serious academic assault on the basis
for the claims that have been made. Technological deter-
minism argues that changes in technology arise inde-
pendently and that technology then has an impact on
other dependant domains in society (MacKenzie and
Wajcman 1999, pp. 3-6). The problem that MacKenzie
and Wajcman identify with technological determinism
is that it focuses on the need to adapt to technology
rather than on how to shape it. In the determinism that is
inherent in arguments based on the Net Generation and
digital natives, education has to adapt to technologically
induced changes rather than shaping the technology-
related changes that are taking place in accordance with
educational requirements and the needs of staff and
students.

The question of student agency in the process of
technology adoption became a central theme in the

workshop that took place in 2009. Work had already
begun on applying notions of agency found in the work
of Archer (2002, 2003) to this question and during our
debates, issues arose about where agency lay in relation
to the new technologies being deployed in education.
Was agency located at the level of the individual
student alone or did agency apply to the collective deci-
sions made in university at the level of departments and
whole institutions? What were the conditions within
which students made choices about what they could
and should do with new technologies and how did this
relate to the notion of technological affordance? These
initial debates are reflected in some of the discussion
found here and they can also be found in related papers
published by the same authors elsewhere (e.g. Czerni-
ewicz etal. 2009; Jones 2010). If a determinist
approach is abandoned then there is a need to develop
more nuanced ways of understanding the kinds of iden-
tities that young people begin to develop in relation to
new technologies. These new understandings will need
to connect to the theories that have tried to explain, at a
more general level, the kinds of relationships that can
help in making sense of education mediation through
digital and networked technologies. Some of the candi-
date theories are addressed in the following papers and,
for example, Bennett and Maton discuss the idea of
networked individualism and Bourdieu’s interrelated
notions of field, capital and habitus. Bourdieu’s theo-
retical constructs are also used to interpret findings by
Czerniewicz and Brown (2010). In the papers in this
edition, Jones and Healing discuss the place of agency
and the relevance of activity theory and actor network
theory to this debate. Kennedy et al. provide empiri-
cally based descriptions of students in the generational
age group which suggests that the digital native charac-
teristics can be found, but only among a minority of
students. Czerniewicz and Brown provide further
empirical evidence from a context in the developing
economy of South Africa in which digital networks
have yet to become commonplace in education. Even
within the South African context, Czerniewicz and
Brown find a similar ‘elite’ group of students to the
minority identified by Kennedy ef al. and they react
against the determinist and exclusionary rhetoric that
has characterized the debate so far.

Our final comment would be that these papers
should not be read as a denial that changes are taking
place among young people; indeed we would suggest
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that our work should be read as a plea for further

research to clarify the nature of the changes that are

taking place and to dispel the false dichotomies

the Net Generation and digital native arguments have
led to.
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Note

'The video record of the 1-day conference can be found at: http://
stadium.open.ac.uk/stadia/preview.php?whichevent=1339&s=31
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